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1
TOUCH SENSOR SYSTEM

This is a 371 national phase application of PCT/JP2009/
005358 filed 14 Oct. 2009, the contents of which are incor-
porated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a touch sensor system that
is provided to a surface part (such as a hand part or an entire
body surface) of a robot, for example, and detects a contact
with an object.

BACKGROUND ART

Development of humanoid robots is under progress.
Advanced operations are required for the humanoid robot,
such as coming into contact with people, autonomously
avoiding obstacles, and grasping and moving an object. Since
a touch sense is necessary for such operations, the research
for providing the touch sensors to the robot hand and the
entire body surface has been proceeding in recent years (for
example as in PTLs 1 to 6).

Conventional touch sensor systems mainly adopt the mesh
structure. For example, electrode lines are formed to each of
the two electrode sheets. Then, the meshed wiring is formed
by disposing the electrode sheets opposite to each other so
that each of the electrode lines perpendicularly intersects. A
pressure-sensitive conductive member is sandwiched
between the two electrode sheets or a touch sensor element is
disposed on each intersection of the electrode lines. Each
touch sensor element converts a change in pressure or tem-
perature caused by the contact with the object into an electric
signal change according to the amount of the change.

The control unit is connected to each electrode line and
centrally manages the plurality of touch sensor elements.
More specifically, the control unit selects each touch sensor
element in order and samples a sensor value of each sensor. In
the control unit, the electric signals from the touch sensor
elements are accumulated and data processed. Periodical
repeating of such sampling operation detects whether the
robot is in contact with the object and further which sensor is
in contact. Then, it is possible to sense what position and what
extent of strength the robot is in contact with the object.

CITATION LIST
Patent Literature

PTL 1: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publication

No. 2006-337315

PTL 2: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2007-10482

PTL 3: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2007-285784

PTL 4: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2007-78382

PTL 5: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2006-287520

PTL 6: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2006-281347

SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Technical Problem

The conventional touch sensor systems have the following
problems.
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As the control unit functions as a host, centrally manages a
number of touch sensor elements, selects each touch sensor
element in order, and samples the sensor value of each sensor,
a sampling interval becomes longer along with the increase in
the number of sensors.

This inevitably reduces the response speed and results in
slow responses.

Further, as the control unit samples all the touch sensor
elements in order, sensor data is obtained also from the touch
sensor to which no force is applied. Then, the amount of data
to be processed by the control unit is enormous, thereby
increasing the processing load of the control unit and also the
processing time.

Moreover, a considerable amount of power is needed to
process the enormous amount of data.

Additionally, there are following problems also in each of
PTLs 1 to 6.

Although PTLs 1 and 2 provide enough sensitivity to the
mesh wiring system, there is even more problems in the
increase in the amount of data and the increase in the host
load.

PTL 3 selects a touch sensor that focuses on the touch
sensor element with detected pressure to be sensed from a
plurality of sheet-like touch sensors.

This reduces the amount of data and computational com-
plexity to some extent.

However, the host control unit centrally manages a number
of sensors, and evaluation of pressurization and exchange of
data requests must be processed by the host control unit, and
thus there still is a problem in the reduction in the amount of
data the reduction in the host load.

PTL 4 discloses that the flexible substrate is used in wiring
and a foldable region and a severable region are provided,
then adjusting arrangement density of the touch sensor ele-
ments and adjusting a mounting region can be easily per-
formed.

However, when the number of sensor elements increases,
the problem of the increase in the amount of data and the host
load remains.

PTLs 5 and 6 disclose that in a configuration of an inter-
connected touch sensor system, the bottleneck in the transfer
can be avoided and further the load in the information pro-
cessing by the host side can be reduced. Specifically, when an
output value of the touch sensor can be predicted from an
output value of an adjacent sensor, the sensor data is not
transmitted to the host.

However, as it is the interconnected type, the path of the
sensor information must be sequentially built.

Further, as it is necessary to continue outputting the data
depending on the sensor value of the touch sensor, the reduc-
tion in the amount of data and host processing load may not be
realized.

A purpose of the present invention is to provide a touch
sensor system that is capable of fast responses without
increasing the amount of data and the host processing load
while including a number of touch sensor elements.

Solution to Problem

A touch sensor system according to the present invention
includes

one or more buses,

aplurality of touch sensor devices that are disposed on each
of the bus, and
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an information integrating device that is connected to all
the buses and integrates information from the plurality of
touch sensor devices, in which the touch sensor device
includes

a sensor unit that outputs an analog sensor signal, in which

the analog sensor signal changes according to an action

from a detecting object, and

a signal processing unit that transmits a sensor data signal

to the information integrating device through the bus, in

which the sensor data signal is the processed analog
sensor signal from the sensor unit,

in which the signal processing unit includes

a digital converting unit that digitally converts the ana-
log sensor signal,

a threshold evaluating unit that gives a start permission
of a signal process when a sensor value by the sensor
unit exceeds a preset threshold,

an ID adding unit that adds a transmitter identification
number to the sensor data signal, in which the trans-
mitter identification number is previously added to
itself, and

a data transmitting unit that outputs the sensor data sig-
nal to a signal line of the bus.

In such a configuration, the touch sensor device includes
the sensor unit and the signal processing unit, and the analog
sensor signal is processed in the signal processing unit. As
described above, as the signal processing is executed in indi-
vidual touch sensor devices, the signal processing load of the
information integrating device can be reduced.

Such a configuration can reduce the increase in the pro-
cessing load of the information integrating device even when
there are many touch sensor devices disposed in the sensor
system, thus a novel touch sensor system can be achieved that
is capable of fast responses even though it is a large system
with many touch sensor devices.

The touch sensor device includes the digital converting unit
that digitally converts the analog sensor signal.

Accordingly, as the touch sensor device transmits the digi-
tal signal to the information integrating device, even when the
wiring length between the touch sensor device and the infor-
mation processing device is long, it is not susceptible to the
influence of noise.

When the touch sensor devices are provided to the entire
body surface, the entire wiring length will be considerable,
thus the noise immunity becomes important.

The configuration of the present invention is suitable for a
sensor system including a number of touch sensor devices as
compared to the case of transmitting analog signals as is.

The touch sensor device includes the threshold evaluating
unit that transmits sensor data to the information integrating
device only when the sensor value exceeds a predetermined
threshold.

Accordingly, the amount of data flowing through the bus is
reduced as a whole and bus crosstalk is reduced.

Since there is no bus crosstalk, the transmission waiting
time is reduced and the sensed data is transmitted at desired
timings from each touch sensor device to the information
integrated device, thereby resulting in faster responses.

Moreover, transmission and reception of the data is not
performed when there is no detection or the detection of
threshold or less, the amount of data processed by the infor-
mation integrating device is reduced and the processing load
of the information integrating device is reduced.

The sensor system is achieved with less bus crosstalk and
fast responses even when the number of touch sensor devices
increases.
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The touch sensor device includes an ID adding unit that
adds its own transmitter identification number and transmits
the sensor data signal.

The information integrating device can identify the source
touch sensor device by this transmitter identification number.

Thus, the exchange of request packets between the infor-
mation integrating device and the touch sensor device will be
unnecessary, and the touch sensor device can transmit the
sensor data immediately when there is the detection exceed-
ing the threshold.

When the exchange of the request packets occurs among a
number of touch sensor devices, the buses may be crossed.

In this regard, the present invention can build the sensor
system that reduces the amount of data flowing through the
bus and capable of fast responses even when a number of
touch sensor devices are provided.

Further, since the touch sensor device can be arranged
anywhere on the bus, the arrangement of the touch sensor
devices can be freely changed.

For example, while closely placing many touch sensor
devices on the hand part, the number of touch sensor devices
can be less on the back part.

Furthermore, as the plurality of touch sensor devices can be
disposed on one bus, the number of lines can be dramatically
reduced as compared to the case of wiring each touch sensor
device.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG.1is an overall block diagram of'a touch sensor system;

FIG. 2 shows a state of applying the touch sensor to a robot
hand;

FIG. 3 shows a state in which a plurality of touch sensor
devices are disposed on a bus;

FIG. 4 is a functional block diagram of the touch sensor
device;

FIG. 5 is a cross-sectional diagram showing an example of
a structure of the touch sensor device;

FIG. 6 shows a state of change in an interplate distance d
and an interplate charge amount Q according to an applied
force;

FIG. 7 is a view for explaining a procedure of digitally
converting a capacity change into a frequency change;

FIG. 8 is a view showing a configuration example of trans-
mission data;

FIG. 9 is a flowchart showing an operation procedure of
initial setting in the touch sensor device;

FIG. 10 is a flowchart showing the operation procedure
from when the touch sensor device performs sensing until
data transmission; and

FIG. 11 is a view plotting power consumption of one touch
sensor device.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

An embodiment of the present invention is explained with
reference to the codes given to each component in the draw-
ings.

First Embodiment

A first embodiment according to a touch sensor system 100
of the present invention is explained.

FIG. 1 is an overall block diagram of the touch sensor
system 100.

FIG. 2 is a view showing a state in which the touch sensor
system 100 is applied to a robot hand.
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FIG. 3 is a view showing a state in which a plurality of
touch sensor devices 200 are disposed on buses 110.

The touch sensor system 100 includes the plurality of buses
110, the plurality of touch sensor devices 200, an information
relaying device 120, a concentrator 130, and an information
integrating device 140.

The buses 110 are wired to a flexible substrate 111 as
shown in FIG. 3.

As wiring lines ofthe bus 110, four lines 112,112,113, and
113 are provided.

Two of the four are power supply lines 112 and 112, and
two are signal lines 113 and 113 for differential serial trans-
mission.

The plurality of touch sensor devices 200 are provided to
each bus 110.

The information relaying device 120 is provided on the
way of each bus 110, and further the plurality of buses 110 are
once connected to the concentrator 130.

Then, all the buses 110 are connected to the information
integrating device 140 via the information relaying device
120 and the concentrator 130.

At this time, phase delay in the communication speed is
preferably within 7 (radian) in each point on the bus.

Then, the operation of a bus state evaluating unit is stably
performed and collision between signals from a plurality of
sensor units is avoided.

The wiring structure of the bus 110 is not limited to the
example shown in FIG. 1, but can be freely changed, and can
be various wiring structures such as a streak of string-shaped,
tree-shaped, branch-shaped, fishbone-shaped, net-shaped,
ring-shaped, star-shaped, surface-shaped, and lattice-shaped.

FIG. 4 is a functional block diagram of the touch sensor
device.

FIG. 5 is a cross-sectional diagram showing an example of
the structure of the touch sensor device 200.

The touch sensor device 200 includes a sensor unit 210 and
a signal processing unit 300.

Here, the sensor unit 210 and the signal processing unit 300
are bonded and the touch sensor device 200 is integrated in
one chip.

In this example, a diaphragm force sensor unit 210 and an
LSI integrating the signal processing unit 300 are bonded by
an adhesive layer 220, and the whole is an integrated one
package.

The sensor unit 210 includes two electrode plates 211 and
211 that are disposed opposite to each other.

Further, the upper surface of the sensor unit 210 is a sensor
surface 212 that is in contact with an object, and when the
sensor surface 212 is pressed, a gap between the two electrode
plates 211 and 211 changes. A capacity change caused by the
change in an electrode plate gap is an analog sensor signal.

For example, as shown in FIG. 6, suppose that a strong
force is applied to the sensor surface 212 from the time T1 to
the time T2, and a weak force is applied to the sensor surface
212 from the time T3 to T4.

Then, an interplate distance d changes according to the
applied force.

A charge amount accumulated between the plates changes
according to the change in the interplate distance d.

An interplate charge amount Q that changes according to
the applied force is retrieved as the analog sensor signal.

The analog sensor signal is output to the signal processing
unit 300 and processed.

The block diagram of the signal processing unit 300 is
shown in FIG. 4.

The signal processing unit 300 includes a clock control unit
310, a digital converting unit 320, a threshold evaluating unit
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330, a data generating unit 340, a serializing unit 350, and a
bus state evaluating unit 360, a data transmitting unit 370, and
an initial transmission command unit 380.

The clock control unit 310 generates clocks and divides the
frequency of the clocks by a predetermined frequency, and
supplies the operational clocks to each functional unit 310 to
380.

The digital converting unit 320 digitally converts the ana-
log signal from the sensor unit 210.

The state of digitally converting the capacity change into
the frequency change is explained using FIG. 7.

At the time of retrieving the sensor signal from the sensor
unit 210, the digital converting unit 320 outputs a selection
signal Sct and a reset signal Rst at a constant cycle.

The selection signal Sct is an ON signal of a switch (not
shown) disposed between the electrode plate 211 and the
signal processing unit 300.

The reset signal Rst is a signal for setting the charge of the
electrode plate to GND once and resetting it.

The interplate charge amount Q is retrieved at a constant
cycle by the selection signal Sct.

The interplate charge amount Q retrieved in this way is
converted into a voltage VQ through a predetermined resistor.

This VQ is contrasted with a predetermined reference volt-
age Vref.

Then, VQ generates a pulse signal Vout with a time width
when VQ exceeds Vref. Atthis time, when a charge extraction
speed is constant, the height of VQ and a pulse width of Vout
have a positive correlation.

Vout is converted into a pulse signal with a predetermined
frequency by a pulse generator (not shown).

Counting the number of pulses per unit time enables mea-
surement of the force applied to the sensorunit 210 as a digital
amount.

The sensor signal digitalized by the frequency conversion
in this way shall be a digital sensor signal.

A predetermined sensor threshold is set to the threshold
evaluating unit 330.

The threshold evaluating unit 330 contrasts the digital sen-
sor signal with the sensor threshold.

When the digital sensor signal does not exceed the sensor
threshold, the process of the sensor signal is stopped.

On the other hand, when the digital sensor signal exceeds
the sensor threshold, the process for externally outputting the
sensor signal is continued by the data generating unit 340.

When the threshold evaluating unit 330 evaluates that the
digital sensor signal exceeds the sensor threshold, the data
generating unit 340 generates the transmission data to be
transmitted to the information integrating device 140.

Here, different transmitter identification number IDs are
set to each touch sensor device 200.

The transmitter identification number IDs are set not to
overlap with each other and be different between the touch
sensor devices that are arranged to the same bus 110.

Further, an end number indicating an end is given to the
touch sensor device 200, which is disposed at the end of the
bus 110, as the transmitter identification number ID.

As an example, a maximum value that can be set as a
transmitter identification signal is the end number.

For example, when the transmitter identification number
1D is set in the range of 0 to 255, the end number is 255.

The data generating unit 340 includes the ID adding unit
341 that adds the transmitter identification number ID to the
digital sensor signal.

When the digital sensor signal exceeding the sensor thresh-
old is given from the threshold evaluating unit 330, the ID
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adding unit 341 adds its own transmitter identification num-
ber ID to this digital sensor signal.

Additionally, the data generating unit 340 adds a preamble,
a start bit, a CRC bit (Cyclic Redundancy Check), and a stop
bit, and generates the transmission data (see FIG. 8).

Moreover, the data generating unit 340 encodes the trans-
mission data according to the transmission system (for
example, 4B5B encoding).

The serializing unit 350 serializes the transmission data
generated by the data generating unit 340 for serial transmis-
sion.

The bus state evaluating unit 360 evaluates the state of the
signal line 113 of the bus 110 at a constant cycle.

To be more specific, the bus state evaluating unit 360 evalu-
ates whether the signal line 113 is busy or free. Then, the
evaluation result is output to the data transmitting unit 370.
That is, when the bus 110 is busy, a transmission standby
instruction is output.

Moreover, when the bus 110 is free, a transmission permis-
sion is output.

Note that when the bus 110 is busy, the bus state evaluating
unit 360 evaluates the state of the bus 110 again after preset
waiting time has elapsed.

Further, when the bus 110 is continuously evaluated to be
busy, the waiting time is increased at a predetermined ratio.

The data transmitting unit 370 transmits the transmission
data generated by the data generation unit 340 on the signal
line 113 of the bus 110.

At this time, the data transmitting unit 370 confirms the
instructions from the bus state evaluating unit 360 before the
data transmission.

Specifically, when there is the transmission standby
instruction, the data transmitting unit 370 does not transmit
the data and stands by.

Moreover, when there is the transmission permission from
the bus state evaluating unit 360, the transmission data is
transmitted on the signal line 113 of the bus 110.

Note that the data transmitting unit 370 includes a counter
(not shown) that counts the time standing by and waiting for
the transmission of data.

Then, when holding time of the transmission data to be
transmitted exceeds predetermined time (maximum holding
time) in a state with no transmission permission, the sensor
data signal is discarded.

Further, the counter starts counting the time after the data is
transmitted once, and stops the data transmission for the
transmission interval time to space a preset transmission
interval until the next transmission.

The data transmitting unit 370 transmits the data by the
differential serial transmission system when transmitting the
data.

Note that the data transmitting unit 370 transmits the data
by asynchronous communication using the clocks generated
by the clock control unit 310 as a reference.

Accordingly, without exchanging request packets with the
information integrating device 140, the data transmitting unit
370 starts the data transmission at its own timing after the
transmission permission is obtained.

The clocks of each signal processing unit are used as the
clocks used in communication, and the clocks of the infor-
mation integrating device are not used.

With such a configuration, a bus line dedicated for clocks is
unnecessary.

As the clocks used in the communication are generated for
each sensor unit, a preamble for the asynchronous communi-
cation is provided to the beginning of the data.
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Moreover, in order to facilitate the asynchronous commu-
nication, generation of information for synchronization is
performed by a 4b5b encoding unit, and also NRZI (Non
Return to Zero, Inverted) is used.

The information integrating device synchronizes the sig-
nals with the transmitting side by CDR (Clock Data Recov-
ery).

In this system, in order to reduce the number of buses,
reduce the size of the signal processing unit by simplified
communication, avoid congestion by the reduction of traffic,
and improve the communication speed, bus control by the
information integrating device or the touch sensor device is
not performed.

Accordingly, the handshake represented by ACK and NAK
is not performed.

Therefore, a cyclic redundancy code (code for error detec-
tion) represented by CRC is used to improve data reliability.

The data received by the information integrating device is
analyzed, and when an error is detected by CRC, the data is
discarded.

In general communications, NAK is transmitted when a
communication error is detected and a request for retransmit-
ting the data is made, however this embodiment adopts the
communication mode of one direction from the sensor unit to
the information integrating device, thus the request for data
retransmission is not made and only data discarding is per-
formed.

Accordingly, the stability of the control system can be
efficiently maintained.

The initial transmission command unit 380 commands the
data generating unit 340 to transmit the transmitter identifi-
cation number 1D when the power is turned on.

While different transmitter identification number IDs are
set to each touch sensor device 200, after the initial transmis-
sion command unit 380 detects the power-on and stands by
for the standby time according to the transmitter identifica-
tion number ID, commands the data generating unit 340 to
transmit the transmitter identification number ID.

Here, the time taken to execute the transmission of the
transmitter identification number ID by one touch sensor
device 200 as an initial transmission shall be Ts, and the
transmitter identification number ID shall be set between O to
255. In this case, an example is shown in which the standby
time according to the transmitter identification number ID is
set to (ID value)xTs.

Setting the standby time of each touch sensor device results
in a shift between transmission timings, thus the buses 110 are
not congested, and thereby enabling smooth initial setting.

The information relaying device 120 is provided on the
way of the bus 110, relays the data of the touch sensor device
200 which is provided to this bus 110, and transmits it to the
information integrating device 140.

Different transmitter identification number IDs are set to
each information relaying device 120 that further adds its own
transmitter identification number ID to the data from the
touch sensor device 200.

The concentrator 130 is connected to the plurality of buses
130 and concentrates these plurality of buses 110.

Different transmitter identification number IDs are set to
the concentrators 130 that further add its own transmitter
identification number IDs to the data from the touch sensor
device 200.

Although the transmitter identification numbers of the plu-
rality of touch sensor devices provided to one bus must be
different from each other, the same transmitter identification
number may be given to the different touch sensor devices
200 when the buses 110 are different.
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Accordingly, as the transmitter person identification num-
ber IDs of the information relaying device 120 and the con-
centrator 130 are added while the data is transmitted via the
information relaying device 120 and the concentrator 130,
even when the same transmitter identification number ID is
added, the information integrating device 140 recognizes the
touch sensor devices 200 as different ones.

The information integrating device 140 receives the trans-
mission data from each touch sensor device 200 and inte-
grates all the information.

The information integration by the information integrating
device 140 detects what extent of force is applied to where on
the touch sensor system 100.

Further, the information integrating device 140 performs
initial setting after the power is turned on.

In the initial setting, after the power is turned on, each
transmitter identification number ID transmitted from each
touch sensor device 200 is received, and a communication
network of the sensor system is built.

More specifically, the transmitter identification number
IDs of all the touch sensor devices 200 connected to the
system are grasped, and how the touch sensor devices 200 are
connected to the bus 110 via the concentrator 130 and the
information relaying device 120 is further grasped.

Note that when coordinates of each touch sensor device
200 must be registered to the information integrating device
140 as in the case of providing the touch sensor system 100 on
the robot surface, the position of each touch sensor device
may be learned based on the sensor data signal when the
object with previously identified position concerned each
touch sensor device.

Alternatively, the network structure may be built using the
position information of each sensor device 200 that is set and
input externally.

An operation of each touch sensor device 200 in the touch
sensor system 100 including such a configuration is explained
with reference to the flowchart.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart showing an operation procedure of the
initial setting in each touch sensor device 200.

When the power is turned on, the initial transmission com-
mand unit 380 detects this.

When the initial transmission command unit 380 detects
the power-on (ST110: YES), the initial transmission com-
mand unit 380 stands by for the time according to the trans-
mitter identification number ID given to its own touch sensor
device 200 (ST111).

When the standby time ends (ST112:YES), generation of
the transmission data is instructed to the data generation unit
340.

The data generating unit 340 adds a preamble, a start bit, a
CRC bit (Cyclic Redundancy Check), and a stop bit to the
transmitter identification number ID given to itself, and gen-
erates the transmission data (ST113).

The generated transmission data is transmitted to the data
transmitting unit 370.

The data transmitting unit 370 confirms the evaluation
result by the bus state evaluating unit 360 before the data
transmission (S114).

At the time of initial transmission, as each touch sensor
device 200 stands by for the standby time according to the
transmitter identification number ID that is respectively given
to itself] the congestion of the buses 110 is considered to be
small.

When the state of the bus 110 is free (ST115:YES), the data
transmitting unit 370 transmits the transmission data on the
signal line 113 of the bus 110 (ST116).
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Note that when the bus 110 is busy (ST115:NO), predeter-
mined time is waited for and the state of the bus 110 is
evaluated again (ST114).

The initial transmission from all the touch sensor devices
200 is received by the information integrating device 140.

Thus, the information integrating device 140 grasps the
transmitter identification number IDs of all the touch sensor
devices 200 that are connected to the system, and further
grasps how the touch sensor devices 200 are connected to the
bus 110 via the concentrator 130 and the information relaying
device 120.

The initial setting is completed as described above.

Note that when the communication system goes down due
to the congestion of the buses 110 exceeding a limit value, the
information integrating device 140 resets the system by turn-
ing the power on again and executes the operation of the
initial setting again.

Next, an operation from when the touch sensor device 200
performs sensing until the data transmission is explained with
reference to the flowchart of FIG. 10.

After the power is turned on and the initial setting trans-
mission ends, the touch sensor device 200 performs the sens-
ing operation (ST210).

The sensing operation here indicates digitally converting
the capacity change between plates into the frequency change
and retrieving the physical amount (for example, a force)
applied on the sensor surface 212 as the digital sensor signal.

This sensing operation is executed at all time by the selec-
tion signal Sct or the like with a constant cycle in the digital
converting unit 320.

The digital sensor signal is transmitted to the threshold
evaluating unit 330 and compared to the preset sensor thresh-
old.

When the digital sensor signal does not exceed the sensor
threshold (ST221: NO), the transmission process of this digi-
tal sensor signal is not performed and it returns to the sensing
operation again.

On the other hand, when the digital sensor signal exceeds
the sensor threshold (ST221: YES), transmission data gen-
eration (ST212) for externally outputting this digital sensor
signal is performed.

The transmission data generation (ST212) is performed in
the data generating unit 340.

Specifically, while the transmitter identification number ID
is added to the digital sensor signal, a preamble, a start bit, a
CRCbit (Cyclic Redundancy Check), and a stop bit are added
and the transmission data is generated (see FIG. 8).

The transmission data generated in this way is serialized by
the serializing unit 350 (ST213) and output to the data trans-
mitting unit 370.

The data transmitting unit 370 evaluates whether a plural-
ity of conditions (ST214, ST215, and ST216) are satisfied
before transmitting the data. Specifically, first, the evaluation
result of the bus state is confirmed by the bus state evaluating
unit 360.

When the bus 110 is busy, the transmission standby instruc-
tion is output from the bus state evaluating unit 360 to the data
transmitting unit. Then, the bus state evaluating unit 360
evaluates the state of the bus 110 again after the preset
standby time elapsed.

When the bus 110 is free (ST214:YES), the data transmit-
ting unit 370 confirms whether there is a transmission inter-
val.

To be specific, whether the time since the last data trans-
mission is longer than or equal to the transmission interval
time is confirmed, and the transmission interval time is stood
by until the transmission interval time elapses.
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When the transmission interval time has elapsed (ST215:
YES), the confirmation is made whether or not the data hold-
ing time is within the maximum holding time.

When the data holding time is within the maximum hold-
ing time (ST216), the data transmitting unit 370 transmits the
transmission data on the signal line 113 of the bus 110.

The transmitted data is transmitted to the information inte-
grating device 140 via the information relaying device 120
and the concentrator 130.

On the other hand, when the data holding time exceeds the
maximum holding time, the data transmitting unit 370 does
not transmit the data, discards the data, returns to ST210, and
executes from the sensing.

These operations are repeated in a loop until a predeter-
mined end condition (for example power supply stop) is sat-
isfied.

The information integrating device 140 sequentially
receives the transmission data from the touch sensor device
200. Then, the information integrating device 140 detects
what extent of force is applied to where on the touch sensor
system according to the received data.

When there is the touch sensor device 200 that is registered
to the communication network built in the initial setting but
does not transmit the data for certain time or longer, the touch
sensor device is evaluated to have broke down and deleted
from the communication network.

(Example of Operation)

Next, an actual operation example is shown with reference
to FIG. 11.

After the touch sensor system 100 is powered on, a weak
force of less than the threshold is applied to all the touch
sensor devices 200 until 40 ps, and a force more than or equal
to the threshold is applied to all the touch sensor devices 200
after 40 ps has elapsed.

FIG. 11 is a view plotting the power consumption of one
touch sensor device 200 with the horizontal axis as a time
axis.

After the power was turned on, the touch sensor device 200
stands by for the time according to its own transmitter iden-
tification number ID and then performs the initial setting.

The power consumption peak at the time of this initial
transmission appears.

Then, as the weak force less than or equal to the threshold
is applied until 40 ps, the digital sensor signal obtained from
the sensing does not exceed the sensor threshold.

In this case, the threshold evaluating unit 330 evaluates that
the digital sensor signal does not exceed the sensor threshold
and the following data processes are not performed.

Accordingly, only the electric power necessary for the
sensing (digital conversion) is consumed until 40 ps.

The strong force exceeding the threshold is applied after 40
us.
Then, the transmission data is generated by the data gen-
erating unit 340 and the data is transmitted.

Since the electric power for the transmission process is
large, the power consumption peak appears at the time of the
transmission operation.

Further, as the strong force is continuously applied, the
touch sensor device 200 attempts to continue generating the
transmission data.

However, as the force is applied to all the touch sensor
devices 200, the bus 110 becomes busy and the standby time
is generated. Then, since the bus state evaluating unit 360
increases the waiting time at a predetermined ratio when the
bus 110 is continuously evaluated to be busy, it is shown that
the transmission interval becomes longer.
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The touch sensor system 100 including such a configura-
tion achieves the following exemplary advantage.

(1) The touch sensor device 200 includes the sensor unit
210 and the signal processing unit 300, and the analog sensor
signal is processed in the signal processing unit 300.

As the signal process is performed in individual touch
sensor device 200, the signal processing load of the informa-
tion integrating device 140 can be reduced.

Even when a number of touch sensor devices 200 are
disposed in the sensor system, the increase in the processing
load ofthe information integrating device 140 can be reduced,
thus a novel touch sensor system can be achieved that is a
large system including many touch sensor devices 200 and
still capable of fast responses.

(2) The touch sensor device 200 includes the digital con-
verting unit 320 that digitally converts the analog sensor
signal.

Accordingly, since the digital signal is transmitted from the
touch sensor device 200 to the information integrating device
140, even when the wiring length between the touch sensor
device 200 and the information integrating device 140 is long,
it is not susceptible to noise.

For example, when the touch sensor devices 200 are pro-
vided to the entire body surface of the robot, the wiring length
will be considerable, thus the noise immunity becomes
important.

The configuration of this embodiment is suitable for the
sensor system including a number of touch sensor devices as
compared to the case of transmitting analog signals as is.

(3) The touch sensor device 200 includes the threshold
evaluating unit 330 that transmits the sensor data to the infor-
mation integrating device 140 only when the sensor value
exceeds the predetermined threshold.

Accordingly, the amount of data flowing through the bus is
reduced as a whole and bus crosstalk is reduced.

Since there is no crosstalk of the bus 110, the transmission
waiting time is reduced and the sensed data is transmitted at
desired timings from each touch sensor device to the infor-
mation integrated device, thereby resulting in faster
responses.

Moreover, transmission and reception of the data is not
performed when there is no detection or the detection of
threshold or less, the amount of data processed by the infor-
mation integrating device 140 is reduced and the processing
load of the information integrating device 140 is reduced.

The sensor system is achieved with less bus crosstalk and
fast responses even when the number of touch sensor devices
increases.

(4) The touch sensor device 200 includes the ID adding unit
341 that adds its own transmitter identification number and
transmits the sensor data signal.

This transmitter identification number allows the informa-
tion integrating device 140 to identify the source touch sensor
device 200.

Thus, the exchange of request packets between the infor-
mation integrating device 140 and the touch sensor device
200 will be unnecessary, and the touch sensor device 200 can
transmit the sensor data immediately when there is the detec-
tion exceeding the threshold.

When the exchange of request packets occurs among a
number of touch sensor devices, the buses may be crossed.

In this regard, this embodiment can build the sensor system
that reduces the amount of data flowing through the bus 110
and capable of fast responses even when a number of touch
sensor devices are provided.
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(5) Since the touch sensor device can be arranged any-
where on the bus 110, the arrangement of the touch sensor
devices 200 can be freely changed.

For example, while disposing many touch sensor devices
200 closely on the hand part, there may be less number of
touch sensor devices 200 on the back part.

Moreover, since the plurality of touch sensor devices 200
can be disposed on one bus, the number of lines can be
dramatically reduced as compared to the case of wiring indi-
vidual touch sensor device.

(6) The touch sensor device 200 includes the bus state
evaluating unit 360 that transmits the data from the data
transmitting unit 370 when the bus 110 is free.

When a number of touch sensor devices 200 are provided
to one bus 110, it is highly possible that the buses 110 are
congested.

In conventional techniques, the host has been performing
centralized management such as issuing request packets in
order to control the buses, however there is a problem that the
bus is occupied for the exchange of the request packets.

In this regard, in this embodiment, the sensor data signal is
transmitted when each touch sensor device 200 evaluates the
state of the bus 110 as transmittable.

Accordingly, even when a number of touch sensor devices
200 are provided, the sensor system can be achieved that
avoids the congestion of the buses 110 with fast responses.

(7) When the holding time of the sensor data signal to be
transmitted exceeds predetermined time in the state with no
transmission permission, the data transmitting unit 340 dis-
cards the holding sensor data signal and executes from the
sensing to obtain the latest data.

When a number of touch sensor devices 200 are provided,
the transmission standby time may be long.

Transmission of useless delayed sensor data in such a case
causes the congestion of buses and also increases the process-
ing load of the information integrating device 140.

In this regard, according to this embodiment, as the latest
sensor data is obtained when the holding time passes prede-
termined time or longer, the delayed sensor data is not trans-
mitted in vain.

(8) Once the data transmitting unit 370 transmits the sensor
data signal, the data transmission is stopped for the preset
waiting time until the next transmission.

Accordingly, it is possible to prevent from occupying the
bus 110 by continuous transmission from one or a small
number of the touch sensor devices 200, and thus the infor-
mation integrating device 140 can obtain the detection data of
the entire system.

Moreover, as the transmitter identification number is set
according to the waiting time, the waiting time is different for
each touch sensor device 200.

Therefore, for example, even when the plurality of touch
sensor devices 200 enter transmission waiting state at the
same time, the standby time is respectively different.

Then, as each touch sensor device 200 performs the data
transmission at different timings, the congestion of the buses
110 is avoided as much as possible.

Note that the waiting time may be set regardless of the
transmitter identification number as long as the waiting time
is different between the touch sensor devices.

(9) The asynchronous communication is adopted for the
data transmission between the touch sensor device 200 and
the information integrating device 140.

When a number of touch sensor devices 200 are provided,
managing and controlling those transmission timings by the
host side brings a large processing load for the host.
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At the time of the differential serial transmission, a low-
voltage differential signal interface called LVDS (Low Volt-
age Differential Signaling) is used.

There is also a problem that the bus is occupied by the
request packets.

In this regard, this embodiment adopts the asynchronous
communication and the data is transmitted at an arbitrary
timing of the touch sensor device 200 from the touch sensor
device 200 to the information integrating device 140.

Accordingly, the processing load of the information inte-
grating device 140 is reduced and also the response speed of
the sensor system can be faster even when a number of touch
sensor devices 200 are provided.

(10) The number of signal lines 113 and 113 of the bus 110
is two, and the transmission of the sensor data signal is
executed by the differential serial transmission between the
touch sensor device 200 and the information integrating
device 140.

For example, considering the case of arranging the touch
sensor devices 200 to the entire body surface of the robot, the
number of bus 110 lines will be extremely large.

At this time, when there are many signal lines of the bus
110, the width of the bus 110 will be wider for that amount
and it not desirable in the case of wiring the entire body
surface of the robot.

Moreover, as effort for wiring connection between the
touch sensor device 200 and the buses 110 increases in pro-
portion to the increase in the number of signal lines, the
number of signal lines is desirably small in consideration of
arranging a number of touch sensor devices 200.

Inthis regard, in this embodiment, there are only two signal
lines 113 and 113, which is an extremely small number.

Since the two signal lines transmit differential signals,
noise immunity is sufficiently high.

Therefore, this embodiment is suitable for the sensor sys-
tem including a number of touch sensor devices 200.

(11) The touch sensor device 200 executes the transmission
of'the transmitter identification number when the power-on is
detected.

Specifically, the information integrating device 140 can
recognize and also distinguish the touch sensor devices 200
included in the system by recording the transmitter identifi-
cation number transmitted first.

In such a configuration, the arrangement position of the
touch sensor device 200 may not be fixed.

For example, turning on the power again in the case of
changing the arrangement configuration of the touch sensor
devices 200 enables the information integrating device 140 to
automatically receive the transmitter identification number
from each touch sensor device 200 and build the communi-
cation network.

(12) Furthermore, at the stage of the initial transmission,
the initial transmission command unit detects the power-on
and stands by for the time according to the transmitter iden-
tification number, and then commands the transmission of'the
transmitter identification number.

In such a configuration, as each touch sensor device 200
performs the data transmission at different timings, the con-
gestion of the buses 110 is avoided as much as possible.

(13) Since the end number is set to the touch sensor device
200 provided to the end of each bus 110, when the informa-
tion integrating device 140 receives this end number at the
stage of initial transmission, the end of each bus 110 can be
recognized. Then the information integrating device 140 can
identify each end of the bus 110 and build the communication
network.
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Further, using the maximum value (for example 255) that
can be set as the transmitter identification number for the end
number eliminates the need to separately set the end number
and enables simplification of the system and the reduction of
the information to be processed.

Note that the present invention is not limited to the above
embodiment but can be changed in the range not departing
from the scope.

Although in the abovementioned embodiment, a case of
detecting the force applied to the sensor unit from the change
in the distance between two electrode plates is illustrated, the
configuration of the sensor unit is not especially limited as
long as it is the one that can detect the physical amount to be
a detecting object.

As the configuration of the touch sensor device, it is pref-
erable that components are integrated on the substrate with
the sensor unit as MEMS (Micro Electro Mechanical Sys-
tems), the signal processing unit is also integrated on the
semiconductor substrate, and MEMS of the sensor unit and
the semiconductor substrate of the signal processing unit are
bonded to form one integrated sensor element chip.

However, the touch sensor device is not necessarily inte-
grated but the sensor unit and the signal processing unit may
be separated and disposed in proximity to each other.

In the touch sensor device, the sensor sensitivity and the
sensor threshold may be set as follows.

Setting the sensor sensitivity here indicates adjusting and
setting the voltage level and sampling clocks in the digital
converting unit.

A memory and a register are embedded in the touch sensor
device. Then, the sensor sensitivity and the sensor threshold
are set to the memory.

A mask ROM, an OTP (One Time Programmable)
memory, an EPROM (Erasabele Programmable ROM), or the
like can be adopted as the memory here.

The timing to set the sensor sensitivity and the sensor
threshold to the memory may be at the time of manufacturing
the touch sensor device or before mounting the sensor system
to the robot or after mounting the sensor system to the robot.

When the sensor system sensitivity and the sensor thresh-
old are set to the memory at the time of manufacturing the
touch sensor device or before the sensor system is mounted to
the robot, writing is performed to the memory using a dedi-
cated write terminal.

When the sensor sensitivity and the sensor threshold are
written to the memory after the sensor system is mounted to
the robot, the touch sensor device may perform setting by
individual learning or the ID and setting information may be
transmitted from the information integrating device and each
sensor device may take in the setting information with the ID
corresponding to itself and set it to the memory.

The sensor sensitivity and the sensor threshold are set to the
memory by such a method, and the register takes in the sensor
sensitivity and the sensor threshold from the memory at the
time of operation.

Then, the digital converting unit adjusts the voltage level
and the sampling clocks according to the sensor sensitivity set
to the register.

Moreover, the threshold evaluating unit performs threshold
evaluation using the sensor threshold set to the register.

Such a configuration enables flexible setting of the sensor
sensitivity and the sensor threshold of the sensor device
according to the position attached to the robot.

Setting the sensor sensitivity and the sensor threshold
allows appropriate adjustment of the balance between the
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quality and quantity of the transmission data, and thereby
resulting in the reduction in the load in the information inte-
grating device.

Further, appropriate setting of the sensor sensitivity and the
sensor threshold enables the reduction in the number of times
of'the data collision and fast responses, and more than a few
hundreds of touch sensor devices can be installed.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

The present invention can be used to a touch sensor system
that is provided to, for example, a surface part of a robot (such
as a hand part or an entire body surface) and detects a contact
with an object.

REFERENCE SIGNS LIST

100 TOUCH SENSOR SYSTEM, 110 BUS, 111 FLEXIBLE
SUBSTRATE, 112 POWER SUPPLY LINE, 113 SIG-
NAL LINE, 120 INFORMATION RELAYING DEVICE,
130 CONCENTRATOR, 140 INFORMATION INTE-
GRATING DEVICE, 200, TOUCH SENSOR DEVICE,
210 SENSOR UNIT, 211 ELECTRODE PLATE, 212
SENSOR SURFACE, 220, ADHESIVE LAYER, 300 SIG-
NAL PROCESSING UNIT, 310 CLOCK CONTROL
UNIT, 320 DIGITAL CONVERTING UNIT, 330
THRESHOLD EVALUATING UNIT, 340 DATA GEN-
ERATING UNIT, 340 DATA TRANSMITTING UNIT,
341 ID ADDING UNIT, 250 SERIALIZING UNIT, 360
BUS STATE EVALUATING UNIT, 370 DATA TRANS-
MITTING UNIT, 380 INITTAL TRANSMISSION COM-
MAND UNIT

The invention claimed is:

1. A touch sensor system comprising:

one or more buses including a power supply line and a
signal line;

aplurality of touch sensor devices that are disposed on each
of the bus and supplied with power from the bus; and

an information integrating device that is connected to all
the buses and integrates information from the plurality
of touch sensor devices, wherein the touch sensor device
comprises:

a sensor unit that outputs an analog sensor signal, the
analog sensor signal changing according to an action
from a detecting object; and

a signal processing unit that transmits a sensor data
signal to the information integrating device through
the bus, the sensor data signal being the processed
analog sensor signal from the sensor unit,

wherein the signal processing unit comprises:

a digital converting unit that digitally converts the
analog sensor signal;

a threshold evaluating unit that gives a start permis-
sion of a signal process when a sensor value by the
sensor unit exceeds a preset threshold;

an ID adding unit that adds a transmitter identification
number to the sensor data signal, the transmitter
identification number being previously added to
itself; and

a data transmitting unit that outputs the sensor data
signal to a signal line of the bus; and

bus state evaluating unit that evaluates a state of the
signal line of the bus; and

an initial transmission command unit that commands
transmission of the transmitter identification num-
ber at the time of detecting power-on, wherein the
bus state evaluating unit stops signal transmission



US 9,215,089 B2

17

of the data transmitting unit when the bus is busy,
and permits the signal transmission of the data
transmitting unit when the bus is free,

further evaluates the state of the bus again after preset

waiting time has elapsed when the bus is busy, and
increases standby time at a predetermined ratio when the
waiting time is continuously generated, and

the information integrating device includes a function to

switch power on and off and also receives the transmitter
identification number transmitted from each of the touch
sensor devices at the time of the power-on and builds a
communication network based on the received transmit-
ter identification number.

2. The touch sensor system according to 1, wherein when
holding time of the sensor data signal to be transmitted in a
state with no transmission permission exceeds predetermined
time, the data transmitting unit discards the sensor data sig-
nal.

3. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
after the sensor data signal is transmitted once, the data trans-
mitting unit stops data transmission for the preset waiting
time until next transmission.

4. The touch sensor system according to claim 3, wherein
the waiting time is determined according to the transmitter
identification number.

5. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
the data transmitting unit transmits the sensor data signal by
asynchronous communication.

6. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein

the signal processing unit comprises a serial converting

unit that serializes the sensor data signal, and

the data transmitting unit transmits data that is serial con-

verted in the serial converting unit.

7. The touch sensor system according to claim 6, wherein

the number of signal lines of the bus is two, and

the data transmitting unit transmits the sensor data signal
by differential serial transmission.

8. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
the initial transmission command unit stands by for time
according to the transmitter identification number after the
power-on is detected, and then commands the transmission of
the transmitter identification number.

9. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
an end number is set to the touch sensor device that is pro-
vided at an end of each of the bus.

10. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
the transmitter identification number of the touch sensor
device provided at the end of each of the bus is a maximum
value that can be set as the transmitter identification number
and this is the end number.
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11. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein

the information integrating device builds the communica-
tion network with the identified contact sensor device
based on the received transmitter identification number,
and

a position of each of the contact sensor device is learned

and recorded based on the sensor data signal at the time
when the object with previously identified position con-
cerns each of the contact sensor device.

12. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein

the information integrating device builds the communica-

tion network with the identified contact sensor device
based on the received transmitter identification number,
and

a network structure is learned and recorded based on the

sensor data signal at the time when the object with pre-
viously identified position concerns each of the contact
sensor device provided at the end of each of the bus.

13. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein

the information integrating device builds the communica-

tion network with the identified contact sensor device
according to the received transmitter identification num-
ber, and

the network structure is built using position information of

each of the touch sensor device that is set and input
externally.

14. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
when there is no data transmission for certain time or longer
from one of'the touch sensor device, the information integrat-
ing device evaluates that the touch sensor device broke down.

15. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
when a communication system goes down due to congestion
of'the buses exceeding a limit value, the information integrat-
ing device resets the system by turning the power on again.

16. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, further
comprising an information relaying device that is set with
unique transmitter identification information and provided on
the way of each of the bus,

wherein the information relaying device transmits a data

signal that is generated by further adding its own trans-
mitter identification number to the sensor data signal
from each of the touch sensor device.

17. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, further
comprising a concentrator that concentrates the plurality of
buses, wherein the concentrator transmits the data signal that
is generated by further adding its own transmitter identifica-
tion number to the sensor data signal from each of the touch
sensor device.

18. The touch sensor system according to claim 1, wherein
the information integrating device comprises a transmission
means for transmitting setting information to the touch sensor
devices, and

each of the touch sensor devices comprises a memory, and

sets the transmitted setting information to the memory.
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